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Abstract 

Aim: There are studies showing that pets have a positive effect on individuals’ psychological health. The aim of 
this study was to investigate the stress, depression, anxiety levels and communication skills of individuals with 
and without pets. 
Material and Methods: A total of 240 volunteers living in Balikesir province of Turkey, aged between 18-65, with and 
without pets were included in the study. The participants in the research group were required to have cats, dogs 
and birds at home and to have taken care of pets for at least 6 months. The "Demographic Information Form’ 
was used for demographic information, the ‘Communication Skills Scale (CSS)" to measure basic communication 
skills, the “Perceived Stress Scale (PSS}" to determine the stress level, and the “Beck Depression Inventory (BDI)" 
and “Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI)" to detect depression and anxiety symptoms, respectively. SPSS 27.0 program 
was used in the analyses. The significance level in the study was determined as a=0.05. 
Results: There was no significant difference (p>0.05) between the groups with and without pets in terms of age, 
gender distribution, marital status, education level, income status and the person they live with. While BDI, BAI, 
and ASQ were found to be significantly lower in the group with pets than in the group without pets (p<0.05), IAS 
was found to be higher. 
Discussion: It was concluded that having a pet has positive effects on depression, anxiety, stress levels and 
communication skills. It is hoped that this study will shed light on future studies on animal-assisted therapy. 
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Introduction 

While studies have frequently been conducted in the past where animals 
were used for different purposes such as nutrition and labor, it has now 
been discovered that animals have a therapeutic spiritual interaction 
with humans. This has led researchers to this subject. In recent years, 
the number of pet owners worldwide has been increasing rapidly [1]. A 
recent study in the United States reported that approximately 67% of 
homes have at least one pet [2]. Pets affect human life in many ways 
today and have become indispensable members of homes. When the 
literature on this subject is examined, it is seen that there are many 
studies examining the relationship between humans and animals. One 
of the most important common features of the studies is that they 
provide various evidence that owning a pet can have positive effects on 
individuals’ physical and mental health by establishing deep emotional 
bonds [3]. Owning a pet has many benefits in terms of mental health, 
such as improving mental health, reducing stress, depression, and 
anxiety, supporting social interaction, and increasing self-confidence 
and quality of life [4, 5]. A cross-sectional study in Bangladesh of pet 
owners aged 13 years and older reported that pet owners had 41% lower 
levels of depression compared to those without pets [6]. Another study 
found that dog owners had fewer symptoms of depression and anxiety 
than non-dog owners (5). 

When we look at the research conducted in general, many pet owners 
state that they feel close to animals, that these animals offer them a 
more sincere relationship and unconditional love than people, and that 
this makes them feel better [7]. It is also reported that the physical 
contact of animals kept in the home environment with their owners 
is in response to basic human needs. The fact that pets need the 
care of their owners gives the individual the duty of taking on all the 
responsibilities of another living being, such as care and feeding. It has 
been proven by research that this situation helps to create a sense of 
responsibility, prevents that person from feeling lonely and reduces the 
possibility of depression [8]. It is thought that children who have grown 
up in the same house with a pet since childhood may be more social 
and communicative individuals when they become adults. It has been 
reported that children who own dogs between the ages of 8-12 visit 
friends more often than children who do not own dogs [9]. 

Although there are some qualitative studies that claim that pet 
ownership benefits people, especially improves mental health, there 
are also studies examining the relationship between pet ownership 
and mental health, showing that pet ownership has no effect or may 
even have negative effects. A comprehensive review published in 2021 
compared the mental health outcomes or pet ownership status of 
pet owners and non-pet owners. While 17 of the 54 articles included 
in the study found a clear positive relationship between pet ownership 
and positive mental health, the remaining 37 articles reported a 
mixed relationship, no relationship, or a negative relationship. The 
contradictions in the literature and the limitations of these studies 
require a detailed evaluation of the effects of pet ownership on mental 
health in large and diverse populations [2]. In addition, there is no study 
that evaluates depression, anxiety, stress levels, and communication 
skills together. In this context, the aim of our study is to investigate 
whether there is a difference between individuals who own and 
do not own pets in terms of stress, depression, anxiety levels, and 
communication skills as a result of a survey study to be conducted on 
a selected sample of 240 people. It is hoped that this research will shed 
light on future research on animal-assisted therapy. 


Material and Methods 
Patients 
The population of the study consists of 240 individuals living in Balikesir 
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province of Turkey, between the ages of 18-65, who own a pet (120 
individuals) and who do not own a pet (120 individuals). Participation 
is completely voluntary. After the participants signed the Voluntary 
Consent Form, the participants were divided into two main groups 
as the research group and the control group in order to conduct the 
intended analyses. While the participants in the research group were 
required to have cats, dogs and birds at home, the participants in the 
control group were required to not have any pets such as cats, dogs 
and birds at home. In addition, individuals who have taken on pet care 
for at least 6 months were included in the study. 

Data Collection Tools 

As data collection tools in the study; “Demographic Information Form’ 
created to collect demographic information, “Communication Skills 
Scale” to measure communication skills, "Perceived Stress Scale" to 
determine stress level, "Beck Depression Scale" to detect depression 
symptoms and “Beck Anxiety Scale" to detect anxiety symptoms were 
applied. The surveys used in the study were applied face to face. 

BDI, developed by Beck and his colleagues, is used to determine 
depressive attitudes and symptoms of depression. The scale consists 
of 21 items. The items are scored between 0 and 3 on a 4-point 
Likert-type scale. The total score that can be obtained from the scale 
is between 0 and 63 points. A high score indicates an increase in 
depressive symptoms [10]. 

Developed by Aaron T. Beck and his colleagues in 1988, the BAI aims to 
determine anxiety symptoms and their severity. It consists of 21 items 
and is a Likert-type scale. The items are between 0 and 3 points. The 
scores of the scale range from 0 to 63. An increase in the total score 
indicates that the individual's anxiety intensity increases [11]. 
The CSS, developed by Korkut-Owen and Bugay in 2014, consists of 
25 items. It includes four sub-dimensions: communication principles 
and basic skills, self-expression, active listening and non-verbal 
communication, and willingness to communicate. It is a 5-point Likert- 
type questionnaire that progresses from "Never" to “Always.” The score 
that can be obtained from the scale varies between 25 and 125. A high 
score indicates that the individual has developed communication skills 
[12]. 

PSS was developed by Cohen, Kamarck, and Mermelstein (1983) in 
1983. It consists of 14 items in total and was developed to measure the 
degree to which certain situations in life are perceived as stressful. 
The scale is a 5-point Likert-type scale with the expressions Never (0), 
Almost Never (1), Sometimes (2), Quite Often (3), Very Often (4). PSS-14 
scores range from 0 to 56 [13]. 

Statistical Analysis 

Mean, standard deviation, median lowest, highest, frequency and ratio 
values were used in descriptive statistics of the data. Kolmogorov- 
Smirnov, Shapiro-Wilk test was used for the distribution of variables, 
Kruskal-Wallis, Mann-Whitney U test was used for the analysis of 
quantitative independent data with non-normal distribution. Chi- 
square test was used in the analysis of qualitative independent data, 
and Fischer test was used when chi-square test conditions were not 
met. SPSS 27.0 program was used in the analyses. 


Results 

In our study, in which we investigated the stress, change, anxiety 
levels and communication activities of those with and without pets, no 
significant difference was found between the groups with and without 
pets in terms of age, gender, marital status, education level, income 
status and the person they live with (p>0.05) (Table 1). The BDI score 
and depression rate were found to be significantly (p<0.05) lower in 
the group with pets than in the group without pets. The BDI score and 
anxiety rate were found to be significantly (p<0.05) lower in the group 
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with pets than in the group without pets. Similarly, the ASQ score was 
found to be significantly (p<0.05) lower in the group with pets than in 
the group without pets, while the IAS score was found to be significantly 
(p<0.05) higher in the group with pets than in the group without pets 
(Table 2) 


Table 1. Comparison of demographic characteristics of groups 


Pet Owner Pet Owner 


(-) (+) 


18-25 Years 48 40,00% 54  45,00% 
26-35 Years 42 35,00% 31 25,80% 
Age 36-45 Years 20 «1670% 18 15,00% 0,376 xX 
46-55 Years 6 5,00% 12 10,00% 
56-65 Years 4 330% 5 420% 
Female 80 6670% 89 7420% 
Gender 0,203 xX? 
Male 40 33,30% 31 2580% 
Single 73 ~=©60,80% 70 5830% 
Marital Status Married 4 = 3420% 45 3750% 0,844 x? 
Divorced 6 5,00% 5 420% 
Middle School 1 0,80% i 0,80% 
High School 21 750% 30 25,00% 
Education level University 93 750% 80 6670%  0,161X? 
Master's Degree 4 330% 6 5,00% 
Doctorate 1 0,80% 5 250% 
Low 5 420% 4 3,30% 
Low-Medium 7 = 1420% = 15 12,50% 
Income Level Medium 65 54.20% 70 58,30% 0,912 x? 
Medium-Upper 24 = ©20,00% 20 1670% 
Upper 9 750% 1 9.20% 
Alone 38 3170% = 27 22.50% 
With Spouse 8 670% 20 —-16,70% 
aes With Children 2 110% 2 170% 0.069 
Who Do You Live With? : ; Ye 
With Spouse and Children 7 420% 25 20,80% 
Parents 46 38,30% 35 29,20% 
Roommate 9 750% a 9.20% 


m Mann-whitney u test / X? Ki-kare test, Med: median; SD: Standard Deviation 


Table 2. Comparison of survey results of groups 


Pet Owner (-) 


Meanzsd/n-% 
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Discussion 

In a meta-analysis examining the effects of animal-assisted activities 
and animal-assisted therapy on reducing depressive symptoms, it was 
reported that animal-assisted activities and therapies were associated 
with lower depression symptoms. In the literature, the majority of 
studies on depression and anxiety symptoms in pet owners report 
positive results. One study showed that even a 20-minute session 
with a therapy dog can be an effective alternative treatment method 
for improving students’ well-being, anxiety, and mood [14]. A study by 
Bolstad et al. showed that owning a pet was associated with fewer 
anxiety symptoms [15]. Muldoon et al. reported that non-dog owners 
were three times more likely to report symptoms of depression than 
dog owners [16]. Carr et al. reported fewer symptoms of depression and 
anxiety in dog owners than in non-dog owners [5]. Contrary to these 
studies, there are also studies reporting that there is no relationship 
between pet ownership and depression and anxiety. Batty et al. argue 
that there is no evidence that owning a pet is clearly associated with 
symptoms of depression [17]. The results of our study are similar to 
the majority of studies in the literature. According to the results of 
our study, depression and anxiety levels were found to be lower in pet 
owners compared to non-pet owners. 

When looking at studies on stress, conflicting results are seen. Studies 
have concluded that pets have an effect on reducing a person's 
depressive state and stress. In Wu et al.'s study, it was reported that 
pet owners had lower perceived stress levels and that dog owners, in 
particular, were more attached to their pets than other pet owners [18]. 
One study found that dog companionship is a source of social support 
and is associated with a reduced risk of stress-related illnesses. It 
has also been found that just ten minutes of physical interaction and 
socialization with animals, dogs, and cats can significantly reduce levels 
of cortisol, a hormone associated with stress in humans [19]. However, 
a recent study conducted in 2022 found that pet ownership had no 
significant effect on stress and anxiety, but concluded that long-term 
pet ownership had positive effects on depression [20]. Our study also 
found that pet owners had lower stress levels than non-pet owners. 
When studies on communication skills and sociability are examined, 
it is seen that dogs have a strong effect on social interactions 
between people, encourage the formation of new social networks 
and strengthen communication. It is also reported that pets are 
effective in establishing empathy in communication, provide social 
connections, function as part of the family and develop self-esteem 


Beck Depression Inventory 16 + 10,8 
Minimal 39 32,50% 
Mild AM 34.20% 
Depression 
Moderate 26 21,70% 
Severe 14 11,70% 
Beck Anxiety Inventory 18,6 + 12 
Mild 61 50,80% 
Anxiety Moderate 31 25,80% 
Severe 28 23,30% 
Perceived Stress Scale 247 
Communication Skills Scale 100 


m Mann-whitney u test / X? Ki-kare test, Med: median; SD: Standard Deviation 


Pet Owner (+) 
Median Meanzsd/n-% Median 
13,0 9+69 70 0,000 m 
79. 65,80% 
28 23,30% 
0,000 x? 
1 9,20% 
2 170% 
150 124 +10, 8,0 0,000 m 
89 74.20% 
14 170% 0,001 Xx? 
17 14,20% 
245 18,1485 19,0 0,000 m 
100,0 N08 +141 115,0 0,000 m 
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and self-sufficiency [21]. Marsa-Sambola et al. argue that attachment 
to pets can improve communication with parents and friends [22]. 
Another study investigating the role of pets in family systems states 
that animals generally serve to keep the family together, increase their 
harmony, and support interaction and communication between family 
members [23]. A study that comprehensively describes the effects 
of pet owners’ perceptions of these animals on family members also 
found that pets provide social support and therefore improve the 
physical and mental well-being of their owners [24]. Our study also 
found that communication skills were higher in pet owners compared 
to those who did not own a pet. 

Conclusion 

Our study has shown that living with animals has psychological 
benefits. In our study, where we investigated the stress, depression, 
anxiety levels and communication skills of individuals with and without 
pets, it was found that the mean scores from depression, anxiety and 
stress scales were lower in those with pets. It was also found that pet 
owners have better communication skills. It is hoped that this study will 
shed light on future research on animal-assisted therapy. 
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